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In Memoriam
Roberto Conti (1923–2006)
Editor’s note: Roberto Conti was a member of the Editorial Board of the Journal of Differ-
ential Equations since its inception and until his death. We are pleased to publish the following
eulogy prepared by Gabrielle Villari, Jr.
Roberto Conti was born in Florence, Italy, in 1923. He earned the mathematics PhD in 1946
from the prestigious Scuola Normale Superiore in Pisa, where his classmates included Aldo
Andreotti, Enrico Magenes, Guido Stampacchia, and, later on, Ennio De Giorgi. He remained in
close contact with these colleagues throughout his life, and together this group came to represent
the major Italian mathematical intellects of the time.
The first university position Conti held was in Florence, as an assistant to Professor Giovanni
Sansone, a figure whose mentoring was invaluable to the young mathematician. Conti and San-0022-0396/2006 Published by Elsevier Inc.
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338 Roberto Conti (1923–2006)sone soon embarked on an intense collaboration that would continue over the next four decades,
resulting in a number of highly regarded monographs. One of these in particular, titled Non Lin-
ear Differential Equations, was translated into a number of foreign languages, including Chinese
and Russian, and in the 1960s became a standard reference text for students and young mathe-
maticians around the world.
By 1956 Conti had been promoted to full professor—the highest level in the Italian univer-
sity system—as the Mathematical Analysis Chair at the University of Catania, and in 1958 he
returned to Florence, this time permanently. It was around this time that he was first elected to
the editorial board of the journal Annali di Matematica Pura ed Applicata (Annals of Pure and
Applied Mathematics); he would eventually become secretary of this board and, from 1988 to
2001, serve as its director.
Throughout his career, Conti’s research activity ranged from the field of functional analysis
and its applications to the theory of ordinary differential equations and of dynamic systems, and,
subsequently, the control theory. He expanded his studies of this last theory during a visiting
professorship at RIAS in Baltimore from 1963 to 1964, and he can be considered the most im-
portant Italian scholar of the theory at that time. The full span of his research has been recorded
in the over 80 memos and notations that have been widely published in high-profile international
reviews. In his later years, his intellectual focus reverted to planar dynamic systems, in particular
to the study of the centers of quadratic and cubic systems.
Distinguished as his scholarly career was, it would be misleading and simplistic to memori-
alize Conti’s scientific worth without mentioning his considerable cultural interests and talents,
which ranged from classical music to art and literature. Although he was a reserved man by
nature, his empathy and humanity showed through in his warm relationships with students and
colleagues. He was gifted with a subtle, ironic humor, and was always willing to consider an
intellectual opponent’s point of view. Without a doubt, Conti set the standard for his accessibility
and for the unflagging curiosity with which he approached every mathematical problem he en-
countered, no matter how distant or unrelated to his research field. He kept in close contact with
all of his pupils, many of whom are now professors in foreign universities, and in many cases
these ties blossomed into years of true friendship.
Roberto Conti’s passing leaves a void that cannot be filled, but the legacy he gave to the field of
mathematics, and especially to the Italian School of Differential Equations and Control Theory,
will certainly endure.
Gabrielle Villari, Jr.
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